
WHAT IS MUSIC THEORY?

Traditional music theory topics: harmony (Roman 
numerals), form (sonata form, binary form, etc.) 

“What music theorists do when they say they’re doing 
music theory”
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WHAT IS MUSIC 
ANALYSIS PAPER?

A music analysis paper is probably closest to a 
persuasive essay. 

Supporting your interpretation of the piece with facts 
from the music
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HOW NOT TO WRITE A 
MUSIC ANALYSIS PAPER

Two common mistakes

1. Writing program notes instead 
2. Misunderstanding the analyst’s role
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PROGRAM 
NOTES

Purpose: to guide a 
listener through a piece, 
enhance enjoyment on a 
first listen 

Depth: necessarily 
involves easily-audible 
aspects of the piece

Purpose: to persuade the 
listener to accept your 
point of view as valuable.  

Depth: can reveal 
difficult-to-hear aspects of 
the piece and involve much 
more obscure connections

ANALYSIS 
PAPERS
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YOUR ROLE AS ANALYST

A common, but poor, type of thesis statement: “I will 
show that this piece of music is really about [x] 
because of [a, b, c details of the composer’s life].”
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YOUR ROLE AS ANALYST

A common, but poor, type of thesis statement: “I will 
show that this piece of music is really about [x] 
because of [a, b, c details of the composer’s life].”

Intentional fallacy: you don’t actually know what 
happens in the composer’s mind.
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YOUR ROLE AS ANALYST

Where does this tendency come from? 

Misunderstanding of analytical writing as an 
“objective” report 

Undervaluing your own opinions as a musician
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THE DEATH OF THE AUTHOR 
And other important ideas from Literary Criticism
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IMPORTANT IDEAS FROM 
LITERARY CRITICISM

Speech act theory (J.L. Austin) 

Semiotics (Sausseure, Eco, Pierce, et al.) 

The death of the author (Barthes)
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SPEECH ACT THEORY

How to Do Things with 
Words (1955) 

Utterances are not 
necessarily stating facts—
in fact, they usually are 
not!  

Utterances can, and often 
do, perform some kind of 
action.
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SEMIOTICS

Course in General Linguistics 
(1916, posth.) 

The arbitrariness of the 
sign 

Signifier: a representation 

Signified: the thing itself 

Sign: a perceptual entity that 
combines these two things to 
form meaning
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DEATH OF THE AUTHOR

“The Death of the 
Author” (1967) 

A touchstone text for 
postmodernism 

Elevates the importance of 
the reader to surpass that 
of the author

From masterofliterature.com 
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INTERTEXTUALITY
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